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Abstract 
 The aim of this study is to investigate undergraduate nursing students’ perceptions 
of the older adult and how these perceptions influence their interest or disinterest in 
working in geriatric care settings such as long-term care facilities. The study was 
performed at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill School of Nursing. Rapid 
aging of the population across the world is a prevalent global health phenomenon. 
According to existing literature, there is a general disinterest among new nurses towards 
working in geriatric care settings. The needs of this population are distinct, and a strong 
workforce of passionate, skilled, and knowledgeable nurses is required to provide 
adequate geriatric care. In order to encourage a growth in this crucial nursing specialty, 
the reason behind the existing gap must be explored. A multi-method survey was sent to 
the UNC Bachelor of Science in Nursing email listserv regarding students’ perceptions of 
the older adult. 48 responses were determined to be usable for the purposes of this study 
(n=48). The responses were analyzed in order to draw conclusions regarding potential 
ways to increase interest in caring for older adults among nursing students. This paper 
argues that generating an increased understanding of geriatric care and respect for nurses 
working in geriatric care settings such as long-term care facilities are essential next steps 
to be taken by undergraduate nursing programs. 
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Introduction 
By 2030, one in five U.S. residents will be older than 65 (United States Census 
Bureau, 2018). According to Rowe et al. (2016), the advancement of technology and 
medicine that is responsible for this demographic shift will lead some individuals to an 
extended lifestyle accompanied by disability and frailty. While increased age does not 
guarantee long-term ill health, it is a significant risk factor for many chronic illnesses 
such as arthritis, stroke, and dementia (Kidd & Wild, 2013). Because of the increased 
prevalence of chronic mental and physical illnesses in this population, the healthcare 
needs of the older adult are unique and require competent and trained clinicians (Lea et 
al., 2015).  
One of the most significant concerns regarding the increased number of sick older 
adults in the United States and globally is the lack of an ample and adequately prepared 
workforce equipped to medically care for the older adult (Rowe et al., 2016). Less than 
one percent of registered nurses are certified in geriatrics (Rowe et al., 2016). This is 
astonishingly low in comparison to the nearly 20 percent of the United States population 
that will be older than 65 by 2030 and in need of specialized healthcare (Geriatric 
Healthcare Professions, 2018). This extensive gap in the healthcare community will 
continue to grow as newly trained nurses choose specialties other than geriatrics. 
In addition to the lack of qualified providers and clinicians, the care of older 
adults has a long history of being plagued by ageism (Kydd & Wild, 2013). American 
psychiatrist, Robert N. Butler, first defined ageism in 1969 as “systematic stereotyping or 
discrimination against people because they are old” (Wilson et al., 2017, p. 3882). This 
concept is especially relevant to healthcare because of the frequency at which older adults 
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seek healthcare in addition to the innate vulnerability that clients and patients attain when 
receiving care (Wilson et al., 2017). The combined risk for ageism and lack of qualified 
clinicians makes the older adult especially susceptible to poor care. 
 Existing literature reveals that the lack of geriatric certified registered nurses 
could be a result of inadequate nursing school curricula (Garbrah et al., 2017). Other 
research has suggested that the training of nursing students has less of an impact on their 
decision to work with older adults than the attractiveness of the profession itself (Haron 
et al., 2013). According to Lea et al. (2015), regardless of student preferences, supervised 
clinical placement in an aged care setting is vital in developing skills needed to care for 
older adults. This study was designed to identify factors that influence the likelihood of 
nursing students at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill to work in geriatric 
settings such as long-term care facilities. 
Literature Review 
The rapid aging of the population across the world is a prevalent global health 
phenomenon (He, W. et al., 2015). According to A. Kydd and L. Ayalon (2017), the 85-
and-older population is projected to triple between 2010 and 2050 (Kydd & Ayalon, 
2017). The needs of this growing population are distinct, and these individuals require 
specialized care (Rowe, J. et al., 2016). According to John Rowe et al. (2016), the 
professional healthcare workforce has large gaps in specialized care for the older adult. 
These gaps exist within geriatric medicine, nursing, social work, and public health 
professionals (Rowe, J. et al., 2016). This literature review will focus on the attitudes and 
interests of undergraduate nursing students toward working with the older adult. 
 According to A. Kydd et al. (2017), poor attitudes toward working with the older 
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adult influences quality of care received by the geriatric population. Due to this 
phenomenon, it is imperative that undergraduate nurses are adequately prepared and have 
positive attitudes toward working with the older adult. As technology and medicine 
advance, the role of the geriatric nurse is constantly changing. 
 Historically, undergraduate nurses have not expressed interest in working in 
skilled nursing facilities or with older adults specifically. In a study performed by Haron 
et al. (2013), a questionnaire distributed in several Israeli nursing classrooms concluded 
that 61% of students had no interest at all in working in the geriatric field. Some 
researchers have hypothesized that increasing the knowledge base of undergraduate 
nursing students on caring for the older adult would increase interest (Hammar et al., 
2017). 
Communication with older adults often presents with barriers related to cognitive 
function, vision impairments, and hearing loss (Hammar et al., 2017). Formal education 
is often indicative of improved competencies when caring for the older adult (Hammar et 
al., 2017). A questionnaire completed by third year nursing students in Sweden 
concluded that educators must implement interventions to increase students’ confidence 
and competence in communicating with the older adult (Hammar et al., 2017).  
Educational strategies, such as geriatric specific courses, are influential in 
increasing interest and attitudes toward working with older adults (Parsons et al., 2015). 
Clinical placement and recognition of gerontology as a specialty area also influences 
positive attitudes toward working in skilled nursing facilities with the older adult 
(Parsons et al., 2015). According to a study completed by Moquin et al. (2018), clinical 
placement in residential aged care allows for students to gain unique insights and gain 
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interest in taking on advocate roles for elderly patients. 
 Attitudes toward working with the older adult among undergraduate nursing 
students heavily depend on the nursing students’ current perception of skilled nursing 
facilities and the geriatric population (Kydd et al., 2014, p. 34). The results of a 
questionnaire given to nurses and nursing students in USA, Sweden, and Scotland 
showed that participants agreed with the statement, “I feel that older people are cared for 
in inadequate and depressing settings” (Kydd et al., 2014, p. 36). More respondents in the 
United States than participants in other countries in the same questionnaire agreed with 
the statement, “Other healthcare professionals do not seem to appreciate that care of the 
older person is a highly skilled specialty” (Kydd et al., 2014, p. 36).  The same study 
concluded that work conditions in skilled nursing facilities are undesirable, leading to 
lower retention rates of registered nurses (Kydd et al., 2014, p. 39).  
Because of the rapidly growing aged population and the lack of skilled geriatric 
healthcare professionals worldwide, more research must be done to improve nursing 
students’ ability to care for older people and to promote geriatrics as a career choice. As 
the number of older adults continues to grow in the United States and worldwide, the 
demand for competent and knowledgeable registered nurses will increase in order to meet 
the geriatric population needs. The literature supports the need for evolving nursing 
school curricula to identify and address the lack of interest in the geriatric nursing field 
among undergraduate nursing students. 
Methods 
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         This study was conducted at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in the 
School of Nursing among Bachelor of Science in Nursing students. Participants were 
selected based on their status as undergraduate students pursuing a Bachelor of Science in 
Nursing. An email was sent to the UNC BSN listserv asking students to respond to the 
survey at their convenience. No incentives to participate in the study were offered. The 
link to the survey was sent only one time, and there was no time deadline provided to 
complete the survey. A 13-question survey was created and distributed via Qualtrics to 
analyze undergraduate nursing students’ perception of older adults and long-term care 
facilities. The survey consisted of six Likert-type scale questions, two free-response 
questions, and five multiple-choice questions. The questions asked in the survey are 
shown in Table 1. A total of 50 responses were received. Two participants were 
eliminated from the study due to incomplete responses (n=48). 
The study was determined to be ethical and was approved by the Institutional 
Review Board. No identifiable private information about living individuals was collected. 
In addition, no demographics to identify the participants were collected. Data was 
collected using an electronic survey made and distributed via the UNC Qualtrics website. 
All data was stored on the UNC Qualtrics website in a password protected account that 
was only accessible to the primary researchers. 
         Content analysis was used to review free-response survey questions (Questions 
three and four) and written responses when “other” was selected (Questions six, seven, 
and eleven). Responses were categorized into common themes and concepts. Analysis 
was conducted until data saturation was reached. The responses were reviewed by two 
different researchers to improve accuracy and trustworthiness. 
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         The primary limitation to this study is that only UNC Chapel Hill School of 
Nursing participants were included, so findings may not be generalizable to other 
settings. Also, there were two incomplete responses, which were eliminated from the 
final data analysis. Furthermore, as a convenience population, the collected answers 
could provide skewed data to support perspectives from a group of students who were 
more likely to respond to the survey. 1.	  How	  prepared	  do	  you	  think	  this	  nursing	  school	  has	  made	  you	  to	  work	  with	  older	  adults	  (65	  years	  and	  older)?	  a.	  Not	  prepared	  at	  all	  	  	  b.	  minimally	  prepared	  	  	  c.	  somewhat	  prepared	  	  	  d.	  adequately	  prepared	  	  	  e.	  very	  prepared	  2.	  How	  comfortable	  do	  you	  feel	  communicating	  with	  older	  adults	  (65	  and	  older)?	  a.	  extremely	  comfortable	  	  	  b.	  moderately	  comfortable	  	  	  c.	  slightly	  comfortable	  	  	  d.	  neither	  comfortable	  nor	  uncomfortable	  	  	  e.	  slightly	  uncomfortable	  	  	  f.	  moderately	  uncomfortable	  	  	  g.	  extremely	  uncomfortable	  3.	  In	  what	  field	  of	  nursing	  do	  you	  want	  to	  work	  when	  you	  graduate?	  4.	  Why	  do	  you	  want	  to	  work	  in	  this	  setting?	  5.	  Do	  you	  have	  a	  particular	  interest	  in	  working	  with	  older	  adults?	  a.	  definitely	  yes	  	  	  b.	  probably	  yes	  	  	  c.	  might	  or	  might	  not	  	  	  d.	  probably	  not	  	  	  e.	  definitely	  not	  6.	  If	  not,	  why	  not?	  a.	  too	  challenging	  	  	  b.	  not	  challenging	  enough	  	  	  c.	  do	  not	  feel	  qualified	  	  	  d.	  do	  not	  feel	  comfortable	  communicating	  with	  older	  adults	  	  	  e.	  possibility	  of	  dealing	  with	  death/dying	  	  	  f.	  do	  not	  enjoy	  communicating	  with	  older	  adults	  	  	  g.	  other	  ______________	  7.	  If	  yes,	  why?	  a.	  rewarding	  	  	  b.	  challenging	  	  	  c.	  enjoy	  spending	  time	  with	  older	  adults	  	  	  d.	  enjoy	  working	  with	  the	  interpforessional	  team	  	  	  e.	  enjoy	  end	  of	  life	  care	  	  	  f.	  enjoy	  working	  with	  families	  of	  older	  adults	  	  	  g.	  other	  ________________	  8.	  Would	  more	  geriatric-­‐focused	  courses	  in	  the	  BSN	  program	  make	  you	  more	  likely	  to	  work	  in	  long-­‐term	  care	  facilities	  after	  graduation?	  a.	  definitely	  yes	  	  	  b.	  probably	  yes	  	  	  c.	  might	  or	  might	  not	  	  	  d.	  probably	  not	  	  	  e.	  definitely	  not	  9.	  Do	  you	  feel	  more	  interested	  in	  areas	  of	  nursing	  that	  you	  have	  had	  clinical	  experience	  in?	  a.	  definitely	  yes	  	  	  b.	  probably	  yes	  	  	  c.	  might	  or	  might	  not	  	  	  d.	  probably	  not	  	  	  e.	  definitely	  not	  10.	  Do	  you	  have	  previous	  experience	  working	  with	  older	  adults?	  a.	  yes	  	  	  b.	  no	  11.	  What	  would	  you	  be	  most	  apprehensive	  about	  if	  working	  in	  a	  long-­‐term	  care	  facility?	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a.	  communicating	  with	  older	  adults	  	  	  b.	  multiple	  responsibiliites	  	  	  c.	  technical	  skills	  	  	  d.	  possibility	  of	  working	  with	  dying	  patients	  	  	  e.	  other	  ____________	  12.	  Do	  you	  feel	  that	  nurses	  who	  work	  in	  long-­‐term	  care	  facilities	  are	  respected	  more	  than,	  less	  than,	  or	  the	  same	  as	  nurses	  who	  work	  in	  other	  fields?	  a.	  more	  than	  	  	  b.	  less	  than	  	  	  c.	  the	  same	  13.	  Do	  you	  agree	  or	  disagree	  with	  the	  following	  statement:	  “Older	  people	  are	  more	  irritable/unpleasant	  than	  younger	  patient	  populations.”	  a.	  strongly	  disagree	  	  	  b.	  disagree	  	  	  c.	  somewhat	  disagre	  	  	  d.	  neither	  agree	  nor	  disagree	  	  	  e.	  somewhat	  agree	  	  	  f.	  agree	  	  	  g.	  strongly	  agree	  
Table 1. Survey Questions 
Results 
All 48 respondents to the survey were students pursuing a Bachelor of Science in 
Nursing at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill School of Nursing. These 
students were either in their third or sixth (final) semester of nursing school at the time of 
completion.  
Content analysis of student responses to the question, “In what field of nursing do 
you want to work when you graduate?” revealed ten specialty areas of interest. Specialty 
areas are listed in Table 2 with common themes taken from responses to the question 
“Why do you want to work in this setting?”. Five people indicated that they were 
“undecided,” with the explanation of  “haven’t explored all options yet.” 
 
Field of Nursing Number of Responses Why? 
Geriatric/Hospice 3 “Advocate” 
“Meaningful” 
“Love older adults” 
 
Critical Care 11 “Fast paced and 
unpredictable” 
“CRNA” 
“Skillset” 
“Greater sense of meaning” 
“Temperament” 
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“Critical thinking” 
“High acuity patients” 
“Variety of patients” 
“Enjoy patient 
demographic” 
 
Labor and 
Delivery/Women’s Health  
7 “Burnt out on other 
specialties” 
“Miracle of life” 
“Connection with patients” 
“Mothers are strong” 
“Personal experience” 
 
Pediatrics 13 “They have the potential to 
get better” 
“Love working with kids 
and families” 
“Impact of care on long-
term development 
“Natural bond with this 
population” 
“Don’t like older adults” 
 
Cardiac 1 “Variety of patients” 
“Interesting” 
Medical-Surgical 1 “Wide range” 
Peri-Operative 1 “Work-life balance” 
Primary Care/Community 
Based 
2 “Empowering 
underprivileged” 
“Help day to day person” 
Oncology 1 “Personal experience” 
Psych 1 N/A 
Table 2. Fields of Nursing 
 Of the 48 respondents, 33 (69%) had experience working with older adults prior 
to the time of the survey. Only 11 participants (23%) indicated having a particular 
interest in working with older adults after graduation of nursing school. All people who 
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responded “definitely yes” and all but one who responded “probably yes” to having an 
interest in working with older adults had previous experience working with this 
population. Over half of those who responded “definitely not” to having an interest in 
working with older adults had no prior experience with this population. This is shown in 
Figure 1.  
Of the 48 participants, 26 (54%) students responded that the nursing program at 
UNC has made them “adequately prepared” or “very prepared” to work with older adults. 
Of the 48 students, 33 indicated feeling “moderately comfortable” to “extremely 
comfortable” communicating with older adults. Of those 33 respondents, 26 (79%) 
indicated having previous experience working with older adults. This is shown in Figure 
2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Interest in Working with Older Adults With/Without Prior Experience 
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Figure 2. Comfort Level Communicating with Older Adults With/Without Prior 
Experience 
All 11 participants who indicated having a particular interest in working with 
older adults after graduation chose “rewarding” as a reason for their interest. Out of the 
48, 22 students answered that they “probably [do] not” or “definitely [do] not” have a 
particular interest in working with older adults. Of those who indicated not having a 
particular interest in working with older adults, 38% chose “do not enjoy communicating 
with older adults” as a reason for their disinterest. Respondents offered various “other” 
answers to the question “Why not [have an interest in working with older adults]?”. 
Several students stated that they are simply more interested in caring for other specific 
populations. Others stated that the presence of poor staffing to patient ratios in long-term 
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care facilities was a reason that they were not interested in working with older adults. The 
distribution of the answers to these multiple-choice questions are shown in Figures 3 and 
4. 
When asked what they would be most apprehensive about if working in a long-
term care facility, students had various compelling “other” responses in addition to the 
given multiple choice options (Figure 5). A common theme among these responses was 
the emotional impact that caring for the older adult can have on clinicians. Nursing 
burnout as a result of this emotional impact was also mentioned by several students. One 
student responded: 
“difficulty seeing patients with less social/familial support, sad to see people 
losing cognitive & physical function to the point of little to no chance of return, 
loss of ability to enjoy things they one [sic] enjoyed, MANY tasks to help with 
ADLs, I've seen nurses burnt out in long-term care facilities.”  
Another student referred to the “sad family situations” specifically as a point of 
apprehension. Similarly, one student stated, 
“seeing the patients alone due to family not spending time with them is heart 
breaking. It's too emotionally taxing for me, but I truly appreciate those who are 
able to work and be there for them and hold their hand and keep them company” 
The high patient to nurse ratio was also presented as a reason for apprehension 
among participants. One student stated, 
“Typically nursing homes are not run well. The nurses are overworked, the CNAs 
are overworked, and the patients are neglected. I wouldn't feel a sense of 
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satisfaction or rewarding feelings after my job was done because I would know 
there were so many people being neglected (patients and staff).”  
Several participants presented the concept of losing or not using difficult nursing 
skills while working in a long-term care facility. Students wrote, “Not using full potential 
of technical skills,” “getting bored,” “RN job would be more administrative and less 
patient interaction,” and “losing my clinical skills that I could be using on an ICU floor.” 
One student expressed similar sentiments and stated, “I am interested in a challenge and 
variety. I am not sure whether long-term care facilities provide this. I just don't know.“  
One student stated that they would also be apprehensive regarding the “lack of respect 
and lower compensation” among nurses working in long-term care facilities.  
 
Figure 3. Reasons Students Are Interested in Working with Older Adults 
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Figure 5. What Students are Most Apprehensive about in Long-Term Care 
Facilities 
Figure 4. Reasons Students Are Not Interested in Working with Older Adults 
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 In response to the question regarding the addition of geriatric-specific courses to 
the BSN program, 29 of the 48 (60%) participants responded that the addition of these 
courses would “probably not” or “definitely not” increase their likelihood of working in 
long-term care facilities. The distribution of answers to this question is displayed in 
Figure 6. 
 
Figure 6. Geriatric-Focused Courses Effect on Likelihood to Work in Long-Term 
Care Facilities 
Of the 48, 33 students (69%) responded “definitely yes” or “probably yes” to the 
question,  “Do you feel you are more interested in areas of nursing that you have had 
clinical experience in?”. This is shown in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7. Interest in Areas of Nursing with Clinical Experience 
 Out of the 48 participants, 35 responded (73%) “less than” to the question, “Do 
you feel that nurses who work in long-term care facilities are respected more than, less 
than, or the same as nurses who work in other fields?”. This is shown in Figure 8. 
 
Figure 8. Respect of Nurses Who Work in Long-Term Care Facilities 
 When asked, “Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: ‘Older 
people are more irritable/unpleasant than younger patient populations.’,” answers varied 
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heavily. Twenty-four out of 48 (50%) answered, “strongly disagree,” “disagree,” or 
“somewhat disagree.” This is shown in Figure 9. 
 
Figure 9. Perception of the Older Adult's Demeanor 
 
Discussion 
 In general, the students that responded to this survey are not interested in 
becoming geriatric nurses for various reasons. Previous studies have also found this to be 
true (Haron et al, 2013). In this study, simply being more interested in working with a 
different population was a prevalent reason for disinterest in working with older adults. 
Of the 10 areas of interest that are listed in Table 1, Pediatrics, Critical Care, and 
Women’s Health/Labor and Delivery are the most desirable fields to work in according to 
the participants of this study. The answers that students gave as to why they are interested 
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in working in these specific professions held similar themes across the board. People 
answered “personal experience” and “meaningful” for several different fields of nursing. 
Some of the more compelling answers of note included sentiments of empowerment of 
patients and being able to have a large impact on patients for an extended amount of time. 
Several students also mentioned that they have a strong desire to work with a variety of 
different patient demographics, so they were hesitant to choose geriatrics as a particular 
area of interest. 
Because there is no clear answer as to what truly drives nursing students’ interests 
in fields of nursing based on these responses, further details were explored. It is of note 
that these nursing students are enrolled in a curriculum that has a specific Maternity 
content course and a specific Pediatrics content course. Although this may suggest that 
students are more interested in areas that they have had specific courses in, the majority 
of students responded that they did not believe having a geriatric focused course would 
increase their interest in working with older adults.  
Most of the students indicated that they feel adequately prepared to work with 
older adults from their education in nursing school. Students also indicated that they feel 
comfortable communicating with older adults. This suggests that the lack of interest in 
working with older adults is not related to student confidence in their capabilities. 
The majority of students who indicated that they did have a particular interest in 
working with older adults had previous experience working with this population. This 
would suggest that working with older adults throughout nursing school clinical 
experiences may have an impact on a student’s desire to work with the geriatric 
population in the future. Furthermore, well over half of the participants responded that 
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they feel they are more interested in areas of nursing that they have had clinical 
experience in. These results are in favor of having more clinical sites with primarily 
geriatric patients. Students that stated they were “undecided” regarding a specialty area 
said that they “[had not] explored all options yet.” This would also suggest that there are 
advantages to having additional clinical sites possibly including geriatrics. 
Students who do not have a particular interest in working with older adults 
expressed dislike for communicating with older adults and dealing with death or dying. 
One student also wrote that they were less likely to work with geriatrics because the 
population is less likely to have improvements in their health after hospitalization than 
other populations.  
Only half of the respondents indicated that they did not believe older adults are 
more irritable or unpleasant than younger populations. This concept could be explored 
further to determine why students perceive older adults as irritable or unpleasant.  
A recurring theme in answers to several of the questions was the lack of respect 
received by nurses that work in long-term care facilities. These sentiments may also be 
related to the apparent belief that nurses do not use difficult nursing skills when working 
at long-term care facilities, as this was a recurring theme among answers as well. When 
asked frankly if they believe that nurses that work in long-term care facilities are 
respected more than, less than, or the same as other nurses, the overwhelming majority of 
participants responded “less than.” The level of respect designated for nurses of different 
specialties is an abstract concept that does not have a clear path to fixing. For this reason, 
more research is needed regarding what leads to respect of different fields of nursing.  
Conclusion 
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 Nursing students at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill have an 
extensive array of professional interests. Unfortunately, geriatrics is ranked low among 
specialties of interest after graduation. The growing need for nurses who are passionate 
about providing competent care to older adults has not been enough to spike interest 
among nursing students. This study suggests that a better understanding of the day-to-day 
challenges and need for critical thinking that a geriatric nurse encounters may increase 
interest among nursing students of this school. The lack of respect for nurses that provide 
this kind of care must also be addressed in order to increase interest among nursing 
students. While there is no rapid way to fix this gap in the nursing profession, progress 
must be made soon in order to provide adequate care to the growing population of older 
adults.  
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